The purpose of this report is to provide an overview of women's leadership conferences at public research universities. A search of the 2015 Carnegie Classification of Institutes of Higher Education revealed a list of 157 research universities. Of these institutions, 40 held a women's leadership conference. Implications are discussed in how a women's leadership conference supports female students opting-in.
The story of women and leadership is complicated. According to Eagly and Carli (2007a,b) , women are finding their way to leadership positions. A complex labyrinth has replaced absolute barriers, and women exhibit creative and resourceful strategies in navigating a non-linear leadership path (Eagly & Carli, 2007a,b) . Although women remain significantly underrepresented in top leadership positions, the labyrinth Eagly and Carli described remains a metaphor of explanation.
Issues associated with women's persistence toward leadership positions begin in the sociological beliefs of a woman's role and the responsibilities of work and family (Carli & Eagly, 2007; Eagly & Carli, 2007a; Keohane, 2007) . Women, regardless of marriage or status, remain closely linked to biased views of work capacity. For example, women are not expected to be the sole source of financial support within a family; and thus, they are perceived to not require the salary that a male peer earns. Women are viewed as the primary caregiver to children; and thus, they may be given less responsibility due to the perception a woman has less time to commit to work-related projects. The bias associated with role congruity (Eagly & Karau, 2010) , and how role expectations define the boundaries of a woman's world, contribute to an overriding shadow on how women's work is interpreted and rewarded in the leadership domain.
The definition of gender and societal roles have changed (Eagly & Carli, 2007a; Rhode & Kellerman, 2007) . Men and women share household duties and childcare. The firm boundaries of gender roles are bending. As women's educational qualifications increase, their presence in leadership positions increases. In 2016, women represented 50.8% of the United States population and earned more than half of all bachelor's, master's and doctoral degrees (Catalyst, 2016) . Women comprise nearly half the workforce and make-up 36.4% of mid-level management and 25.1% of senior management positions (Catalyst, 2016) . The fact that only 4.6% of women lead S&P 500 companies lends credence to an understanding of how women are supported within the labyrinth framework and provides an important context for how women sustain their leadership journeys.
Background
Women benefit from leadership experiences specifically designed to focus on women (Reis, 2015a) . These experiences may include leadership training programs or women's leadership conferences. The purpose of bringing women together is not about building a sisterhood (Williams & Dempsey, 2014) ; but rather, it is about creating space for women to connect around a purposeful theme: leadership. Research supports the existence of the labyrinth, with multiple barriers, stops and starts, as the path for women to leadership positions (Eagly & Carli, 2007a,b,) . However, each time a woman negotiates a barrier, this action does not clear the path or widen the road to opportunity. For women, negotiating barriers is constant and part of how women move forward (Reis, 2015,b) . Women's leadership conferences offer a platform for ideas and exchange of information about the ways women move past these barriers and how they persist to make it to the top.
Discussion of the ways gender intersects with student leadership is an important higher education topic as well. The lived experiences of a student inform his or her lens on leadership. For female students, leadership development involves sustained support as they move from an environment of academic freedom to the realities of work and career life. The shock of what a female student dreamed she would become and the realization of bias in salary and opportunity can leave her stranded in the labyrinth.
Leadership programs are more successful for undergraduate women when they incorporate a communal environment that supports feminist thinking (Shim, 2013) . Interestingly, undergraduate women report having a higher degree of leadership skills than male students; yet, male undergraduates report a higher degree of self-confidence in their leadership abilities than female undergraduates report (Dugan & Komives, 2007) . Female students exhibit a higher degree of competency in leadership but less confidence in their ability to exercise these skills. Although effect sizes were small, the findings by Dugan and Komives (2007) supported the need for gender-specific leadership conferences. Conferences serve as places for students to connect and negotiate big ideas. Conferences are places to showcase talent, and allow participants to learn from the lived experiences of others. As female students move forward in their leadership journeys, it makes sense that the strength of skill and lower self-confidence will develop congruently in the process.
Gender remains a pivotal concept within the framework of leadership development. The focus on women and women's leadership remains congruent between education and professional practice. The same supporting opportunities for women in business and career can support women in undergraduate and graduate education. The same question of ways women opt-in (Barnett, 2007; Ward & Wolf-Wendel, 2012) to careers and leadership are evident in higher education and professional practice.
The purpose of this report is to provide an overview of women's leadership conferences at public research universities in the U.S. Women's leadership conferences provide support and opportunities for Leadership, 2017 4 women to meet with professional colleagues and experience events focused on leadership. The public research universities that provide women's leadership conferences for students are cited; and, how conferences may contribute to women's leadership development are presented
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Methodology
Data were collected via the Internet through a systematic search (Creswell, 2014) I completed a search of each of the 157 public university websites using the search terms "leadership conference" and "women's leadership conference." In addition to the name of the university, data were collected and coded for the following categories:
Year: Conferences held in academic years 2014-2015, 2015-2016, and 2016-2017 .
Cost:
Were participants required to pay to attend?
Gender Affiliation: Was the conference directed toward females, males or both genders?
Target Population: Was the conference open to undergraduate, graduate, or both student populations?
Date: Date of most recent conference as reported on the website.
Website: Collection of the website address.
Notes:
This category included all memos from the university websites that indicated specific details about the conferences. For example, some conferences were noted to be the 3 rd or 10 th annual conference. Others were noted to be inaugural conferences. Other memos indicated whether the conference was directed toward a specific race/ethnicity or study specialty, such as business or law.
Validity and Reliability
Data collection was validated through audit and review. To ensure that I had searched each university's website accurately, I divided the list of 157 universities between three graduate students. Each student completed a search of the institutions assigned. In order to ensure the data collected were congruent, we engaged in peer review and debriefing (Creswell, 2013) . We met formally to assign definitions of the search terms and boundaries of the study.
I compared the results of my data collection from all 157 universities' websites to data collected by the three students. This allowed me to increase clarification of the descriptors and write additional memos specific to each program. The data gathered remained congruent. This cross-comparison increased the reliability of the findings.
Findings
Findings indicated that of the 157 public research universities listed in the 2015 Carnegie Classification of Institutes of Higher Education, 106 held a leadership conference. Of the 106 conferences, 40 were directed toward women at the undergraduate or graduate level. Of the 157 public research universities in the highest and higher research category, 40 (24.47%) held a women's leadership conference focused on female students.
Of the 40 women's conferences, 13 were sponsored by the college of business or programs in public policy. Twenty women's conferences were sponsored by departments of student affairs, alumni associations, education colleges, communication, and campus women's centers. Of those 20, two conferences were joint efforts between university women's centers and the college of business or division of student affairs. Seven conferences were university sponsored. One conference was a joint effort between institutions. Ohio University and Cleveland State University jointly sponsor the Women's Leadership Symposium. The conference is supported by each institution's alumni association and is open to female students at both schools. There were similarities in the structure of the 40 conferences. Thirty-five (88%) of the conferences provided opportunities for pre or post networking and conversation. Three of the conferences offered a pre-conference dinner the night before to lead up to the event. All of the 40 conferences were scheduled between 8:00 a.m. and 5:00 p.m. Each of the 40 conferences featured a keynote speaker. Each conference included a series of break-out sessions or different speakers. Participants could choose to attend sessions on specific topics or issues of personal interest.
Thirty-eight of the universities described the conferences as preplanned events. Attendees were the audience for the information and events created by the conference planning committee.
Three institutions, University of Nebraska-Lincoln, University of Missouri, and University of Idaho issued calls for proposals to present scholarly research or contemporary issues for conference break-out sessions. The University of Nebraska-Lincoln uses an online proposal submission process with peer review. University of Missouri and University of Idaho issue a call for program proposals that are reviewed by the conference executive committee. Although other women's conferences may elicit student participation in different ways, only these three universities actively solicited student research presentations in addition to proposals from other scholars and leaders.
Conference registration fees were noted in the coding categories. A review of the fees for attendance at each university's conference revealed that 25 institutions required payment and 15 were advertised as free for students. However, the fee structure was different for each of the 40 conferences. Seven universities offered a reduced registration fee for students and a higher registration fee for non-students, faculty and community members. Alumni were given a reduced rate at three institutions. Two conferences were free or reduced fees for a student studying in a specific college or for a student involved in a specific club that sponsored the conference.
Three conferences were underwritten by a grant from a donor, organization, or company. The highest conference fee recorded for students was $295 dollars. Scholarship opportunities were noted on the websites of 20(50%) of the conferences that charged fees. However, it was not possible based on the website information to determine if the scholarship was offered by the conference or if a student was being directed to apply for other funds available to students at the universities.
None of the conference websites specified that men could not attend the conferences. Some of the websites noted that men were welcome to attend. The 40 websites were consistent in the emphasis on the theme of women's leadership. Although the 40 conferences were connected to specific institutions, it was not possible to determine the geographic reach of the conference. Information about conference attendees and attendance was not available through an examination of the website information.
Conclusion
The purpose of this report was to provide an overview of women's leadership conferences at public research institutions. Findings indicate that 40(24.47%) of public research universities hold women's leadership conferences. Viewed in isolation, it is difficult to understand the significance of that number. However, setting the data in the context of women in leadership, and the ways women opt-in to leadership roles and navigate complicated leadership journeys, gives meaning to the 24.47% number.
Ward and Wolf-Wendel (2012) described the element of personal choice as it is understood for women. Women are viewed as optingin or opting-out of career decisions. The agency of choice lies with the individual woman. If a woman chooses to take a leadership position, she is opting-in. If she chooses not to take a leadership position, she is opting-out. Corporate conversations about family-friendly work practices or bias in salary and promotion are ignored. By focusing on a woman's choice, the company's hands are clean.
Confirming stereotypes that men are natural born leaders and women can learn to be leaders, complicates the decisions women make to opt-in (Barnett, 2007) . Although women comprise half of the workforce, opting-in to leadership is a lonely pursuit. Women who lead often are viewed as getting their positions by chance versus hard-work. Women who lead a successful project or save a company substantial money are perceived to be lucky (Williams & Dempsey, 2012) . For women, one success is not enough to be recognized as successful. Repeated successes are necessary before a woman's work is acknowledged. Vertical promotion in an organization is not an easy path for women. This is the reason for the labyrinth.
The story of women's challenges to leadership is not a new story. The sociological foundations that support the labyrinth theory are slow to change (Eagly & Carli, 2007a) . However, research has shown that for women, opting-out has serious consequences (Ward & Wolf-Wendel, 2012) . At the micro level, women who opt-out may experience a personal and financial loss. This loss is capitalized the longer she avoids increased responsibility or higher paying jobs. At the corporate level, the lack of women moving into leadership positions reaffirms the incorrect belief that opting-out is a choice. Companies are freed from having to negotiate with women on policy and environmental factors that come from a diverse workforce.
Women students in higher education graduate to jobs in which leadership can be elusive. They may be asked to function within an unfamiliar world filled with challenges and barriers to advancement. Regardless of the process, it is imperative that women opt-in, not optout of, the leadership labyrinth. Leadership is learned and reflects the combination of multiple experiences. Women's leadership conferences can assist and support women as they prepare for their leadership journeys.
